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administrative and marketing practices have irrevocably altered schools in Australia’s large
cities. This study examines the ways that teachers and parents in one urban school speak
about race and ethnicity in the midst of these changes. Beneath the ironic relationship
between difference and sameness which underpins multicultural debate are different under-
standings that determine ways some belong and some do not belong within the school
community. This paradoxical relationship persists, despite increasingly post-modern defini-
tions of identity that underpin the field of this debate. I conclude that the examination of
multicultural curricula must include the normalized ways of knowing and ‘being’ identity,
which underpin conversations about race and identity.
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Code words are used to give selective and exclusory meaning to notions such
as national identity, national spirit, citizenship and social and political values
in order to discuss and justify efforts to marginalize Australians of Asian, indig-
enous and some other migrant backgrounds. (Singh 1987: 53)
Singh’s argument is that, in Australia, the relationship between others and
community is located in languages of multiculturalism. Gunew (1994) adds
the idea that multiculturalism provides the language and the ways of think-
ing that frame national imaginings and proscribe, practice, and maintain
relationships between margin and centre as they are textualized within an
Australian context. Ethnicity, race, and nation become recontextualized so
that others become no more than outsiders that shadow the ways in which
Australians understand themselves.
Gunew (1994) contends that discussions about identity take place
alongside wider notions of ‘belonging’ and ‘not belonging’ within a commu-
nity. Her argument is that multiculturalism provides the language to mark
out the boundaries which separate nation from that which is not-nation.
Gunew also contends that multiculturalism provides the limit which distin-
guishes between that which is intrinsic and that which is extrinsic to us. The
violence of framing sets the conditions of these possibilities: 
Ruth Eileen Arber, School of Social and Cultural Studies, Faculty of Education, Deakin Uni-
versity, Melbourne Campus, Burwood Rd., Burwood, Victoria, Australia; e-mail: rar-
ber@deakin.edu.au, teaches and researches in the area of race and ethnic relations. Her
recent publications include ‘Uncovering lost dreams: re-envisioning multiculturalism through
post-colonial lenses’, The International Journal of Inclusive Education; ‘Defining positioning
within politics of difference: negotiating spaces “in-between”’, Race Ethnicity and Education;
and ‘The presence of an-other: the prescience of racism in post-modern times’, to be pub-
lished in the Journal of Educational Change.
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The rationale for this procedure is precisely the underlying logic of classic
deconstruction, which posits that the elements excluded in the analytical
process are the consideration of its possibilities. Thus, the exclusions or
marginalization of certain writings in fact frame the conditions of existence of
those other writings, which are included or endorsed by the analytical process.
‘Framings always sustains and contains that which, by itself, collapses forth-
with’. (Gunew 1994: 28; quoting Derrida)
In providing the frame, Gunew suggests that multicultural conception and
practice reconceptualizes the borders between ‘us-ness’ and ‘them-ness’,
margin and centre, within the Australian imagination. In this case,
Australian writings define the conditions of others, and in doing so define
the self. However, it is a formulation of self that is paradoxical and in
process. Australian writings reflect the power of the ‘colonizer’, but also the
disruption of his or her power so that ‘it collapses forthwith’. Rizvi (1994:
62, quoting Bhabha) lays out the dimensions of the irony contained within
this relationship. Conceptions of multiculturalism conflate the conditions of
diversity (i.e. areas of experience and practice marked and separated as
different) and difference (i.e. practices of signification that are both reflective
and constitutive of prevailing economic and political relationships and mark
out people as different). In Australia it is only by sleight of hand that national
identity is envisaged as constituted by universal, atomistic, self-possessed,
equally-empowered individuals differing only within privately-made choices
to maintain experiences and practices marked as different. At the same time,
groups are positioned, both conceptually and practically, as being primordi-
ally, essentially, and inalienably different.
Bauman (1999: 193) encapsulates this paradoxical relationship between
recent trends towards globalization and conceptions of identity and differ-
ence, pointing out that these: 
public debates about the ways and the means to alleviate the sorry state of local
affairs focus on the ‘foreigners in our midst’, on the best method of spotting
them, rounding them up and deporting them to ‘where they’ve come from’,
while coming nowhere near the true source of the trouble.
Bauman notes the paradoxical relationship that has developed within an
increasingly globalized world as local communities, increasingly worried by
changes that seem imposed from outside, turn instead on those groups of
people who are understood not to properly belong within the community.
He explains that multiculturalism, so often seen as a panacea in this divisive
debate, is also problematic. At its most definitive, concepts of multicultural
define cultural communities in totalizing terms, which delineate them as
essentially different, mutually exclusive, and tightly-bordered. Even the
notion of a multicultural society as one that tolerates cultural difference, the
free flow of cultural propositions, and freedom of cultural choices, assumes
the attribution of cultural identity as an entity separate from that of citizen-
ship and community.
This paper emerges from long-term research that examines the ways that
race and ethnic identities have been spoken about in schools in Melbourne,
Australia, over the last decade of the 20th century. My discussion begins with
the observation that in Australia these conversations have been most often
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RACE AND ETHNIC IDENTITIES 635
framed as discussions about multiculturalism; conversations about racism
are rarely and only reluctantly broached. My argument is that, beneath the
ironic relationship between difference and sameness that underpins multi-
cultural debate are different understandings that determine the ways in
which some belong and some do not belong within the school community.
This paradoxical relationship persists despite the impact of the globalizing
and technological change and the increasingly post-modern definitions of
identity that recently have come to underpin this debate.
The research discussed in this paper was conducted at one Australian
state (i.e. public) secondary school at both ends of the decade, 1988 and
1998. The study explored the ways that teachers and parents spoke about
ethnic and race relations in two periods of transformation: as school demo-
graphics became more diverse in 1988; and as the school became increas-
ingly globalized by technological as well as population change in 1998.
Basing my approach on the principles of ‘naturalistic inquiry’1 and
‘grounded theory’,2 I interviewed nearly 30 teachers and parents in each of
those years.3 The exploration of this multiplicity of day-to-day experiences
has methodological as well as conceptual implications. The dimensions of
these dilemmas are complex and are the subject of other papers.4 In this
paper, I discuss my analysis of just one aspect of this research. Considering
the pervasive discussion of policies and practices of multiculturalism and the
concordant reluctance to speak about matters of racism, what are the terms
and conditions of this domain of debate and the logics of its definition, and
how has this conversation changed?
Of particular importance to this analysis are notions of silence and noise.
If people speak about race and ethnic relations, one must be able to under-
stand not only what is said, but also what is spoken about in euphemism or
in other ways, or is barely spoken about at all. Recent post-colonial,5 cultural
studies,6 and whiteness7 writings suggest that discussions about raced and
ethnic identities in contemporary Western societies are framed by deeply-
held notions that identify those who belong as ‘one-of-us’ through concep-
tions of those who are ‘not-one-of-us’. The endpoint of these negotiations is
two kinds of silences. The first is the silence of the person who is textualized
as not-one-of-us, and, therefore, ‘other’ in this way. Such people are left with
no position from which to speak. The second is the person who understands
himself or herself through ‘others’ in this way and have no need to speak of
themselves. These ways of knowing about and being in the world constitute
and transform identities in ways that are taken-for-granted but are, neverthe-
less, negotiated and changing as they are played across patterned fields of
power. A crucial task within the research process becomes not only to listen
to these noisy conversations but also to map the silent narrations that
shadow them. Here I consider slightly different suggestions by Lather
(1991) and Morrison (1992) that these silences should be unpeeled in a
sequence of moves. First, the ways that teachers and parents define race and
raced relationships within schools need to be delineated. Secondly, the spot-
light needs be turned on those who speak, and not just on their conversations
about others, and, thirdly, these silences need be disrupted.
I examine the way in which these conversations, and the virtual silences
that shadow them, are played out as raced and ethnic identities are spoken
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about in one school at the end of the 20th century. I develop my argument
in three sections. The first section, ‘Speaking of multiculturalism’, disen-
tangles the particular trajectory Australian multiculturalism has taken over
the last decade, and the ways that multicultural policies and practices have
been spoken about in schools. The second section, ‘Dealing with the other’,
considers the logic that underpins these conversations. I contend that
debates about multiculturalism can be understood from the different
vantage points of what might be called practice, fields of debate, and ontologi-
cal framing. I suggest that beneath the ironic relationship between difference
and sameness which underpins multicultural debate are different under-
standings that determine ways some belong and some do not belong within
the school community. This paradoxical relationship persists despite
increasingly post-modern definitions of identity that underpin the field of
this debate. In the last section, ‘The language of race and multiculturalism’,
I conclude that, in order to explain the languages of Australian racism and
multiculturalism, conceptions of ethnic and race relations cannot simply
remain within fields of discussion about multiculturalism and racism; they
must also consider taken-for-granted ways of knowing and being in the
world to which these negotiations about identity and difference are tied.
Speaking of multiculturalism
‘Harmony Day is part of the [Australian] Commonwealth Government’s
Living in Harmony program, and has been growing strongly since it began in
1999’, Mr Hardgrave said. Each year more businesses, community groups,
government agencies and individuals participate in community events to mark
the day. Some of Australia’s largest companies, including the Ford Motor
Company, AMP, Coca Cola Amatil, Cadbury Schweppes, Drake, Microsoft,
McDonalds, Telstra and Woolworths are Harmony Day 2002 corporate part-
ners. ‘These companies value the different backgrounds, languages and skills
in their workforce and will use their networks to express support for Australian
multiculturalism’, Mr Hardgrave said. ‘These companies have recognized that
productive diversity makes good business sense … [and] emphasize people
from different heritages working together for common goals and drawing
strength through diversity’, the Minister said. (Hardgrave 2002)
This media release is headed ‘Launch of Australia’s largest media event’.
The document emphasizes that Australia’s multiculturalism makes ‘good
business sense’ and provides ‘strength through diversity’. Sponsorship for
the Day comes from several companies, most of which would be consid-
ered as aligned to the USA rather than Australia. The slogan in the same
release, ‘You and me + Us’, is reminiscent of a theme critics argue has
underpinned Australian multiculturalism since its inception: that what is
‘us’ and ‘our community’ consists of a self and an other which need be
made part of us. As an educationalist, I am advised to read the website
address for ‘Harmony day 2002’ (Hardgrave 2003). The Day has three
objectives: ‘inclusiveness (to show that multiculturalism is relevant to all
Australians); benefits (to highlight the social, economic, and cultural bene-
fits of diversity); and community harmony (to provide an opportunity to
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RACE AND ETHNIC IDENTITIES 637
acknowledge our success as a harmonious and diverse nation and to
promote harmony)’.8
An increasingly vocal ambivalence characterized debates about
Australian multiculturalism in both 1988 and 1998. The National Agenda for
a Multicultural Australia (Office of Multicultural Affairs 1989) was promul-
gated with much fanfare in 1988 by the then-Prime Minister, Robert
Hawke. Under the heading ‘What is multiculturalism?’, the document iden-
tifies three dimensions: 
● Cultural identity: the right of all Australians, within carefully defined
limit[s], to express and share their individual cultural heritage, includ-
ing their language and religion;
● Social justice: the right of all Australians to equality of treatment and
opportunity, and the removal of barriers of race, ethnicity, religion,
culture, language, gender, or place of birth; and
● Economic efficiency: the need to maintain, develop, and utilize effec-
tively the skills and talents of all Australians, regardless of background
(p. 2).
By 1998, multiculturalism was a more contentious vision. Multiculturalism
was now understood as potentially divisive, and as supported by
intellectuals, but not necessarily by ‘ordinary Australians’.9 Far from being
an important factor in maintaining social cohesion, multiculturalism was
perceived as a potentially destabilizing force. Quintessentially Australian
notions of cohesion, harmony, and fair play persist despite, rather than
because of, multiculturalism. Multiculturalism itself was something threat-
ening, something to ‘be uneasy about’, suggesting a preference for unaccept-
able separateness and divisiveness.
In 1999, the National Multicultural Advisory Council (1999: iii) issued
its final report. It stated its vision for Australian multiculturalism as: 
a united and harmonious Australia, built on the foundations of our democracy,
and developing its continually evolving nationhood by recognizing, embracing,
valuing and investing its heritage and cultural diversity.
The principles of multicultural policy now had four components, which
renegotiated those set out a decade earlier. These established the ‘civic duty’
of all Australians to support the basic structures and principles of Australian
society; the right of all Australians, subject to the law, of ‘cultural respect’
for their cultural beliefs; ‘social equity’ in the way all Australian are treated
by and have the opportunity to contribute to Australian social, political, and
economic life; and the maximization of the ‘productive diversity’ of all
Australians for the benefit of all Australians.
It is important to realize the different trajectory that multiculturalism in
Australia has taken to that in the UK or the USA. Australian multicultural-
ism, according to Stratton (1998), is part of a top–down political strategy, a
centre-piece of official government policy, implemented by those in power
precisely to advance the inclusion of ethnic minorities within Australian
culture.10 As such, Australian multiculturalism is a crucial concept through
which the national imagination is made manifest. Rather than being just a
new policy for dealing with immigrants, it is, in effect, a new national
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cultural policy. In particular, the discussion of anti-racism policy never really
took place in Australia in the way that it took place in the UK and the USA.
Definitions of multiculturalism specifically excluded discussion of the two
major sites of Australian national identity: migration and indigenous
peoples. Other interventions by government into Australian race relations
were similarly evasive. The Australian Racial Hatred Act 1995 (Government
of Australia 1995) defines racism in terms of only the most basic human
rights making the act of ‘distinction, exclusion, restriction, or preference’ of
any person based on ‘race, colour, descent, national, or ethnic origin’ unlaw-
ful. More recent attempts to extend this legislation have had only minimal
success federally and in the state of Victoria, although legislation against
racial vilification has been enacted in some states.
Educational policy statements in Victoria also make provision for
multiculturalism. A 1986 policy document ‘Education in, and for, a
multicultural Victoria’ (Victoria 1986: 6) has several strands: multi-cultural
perspectives across the curriculum; languages other than English; English as
a second language; parental involvement; access and equity; and cultural
retention. These strands continued to underpin Victorian documents in
1997, which suggested that: 
[s]chools play a very important role in the development of attitudes, values and
critical thinking. The role of education in the implementation of a multi-
cultural policy is to ensure that racism and prejudice do not develop to hinder
an individual’s participation and that all students are assisted to develop the
understandings and skills that will enable them to develop the understandings
and skills that will enable them to achieve their full potential and to participate
effectively in a multicultural society. (Victoria 1997: 8)
What is noticeable is that these documents, like those issued by the federal
government, refer to concepts of race and ethnicity in terms of multicultur-
alism.
However, in fact, in both 1988 and 1998, teachers and parents11 argued
that government policies were irrelevant and of little assistance to their work
within the school.12 In 1988, multiculturalism was something ‘accepted by
the Government but nothing much is done about it’, something Sandra
Powers had once written a university paper about, but which ‘wouldn’t
mean much to us, because they wouldn’t be able to tell us much about that
sort of thing’.13 It was ‘something of practice rather than theory’; ‘something
concrete rather than abstract’; ‘a hidden curriculum’ with little relevance to
the general life of the school. In 1998, Southgate Secondary College, a
government secondary school in Melbourne, developed its own official
statement of multicultural policy and practice, but parents and teachers were
not necessarily concerned by these documents: ‘I know that it was updated
last year but I didn’t see it until it went to [the school] council’, Gillian
Mulhauser explains; ‘I think it’s basically in the filing cabinet’. ‘It’s not
something that’s at the forefront of people’s thinking’. ‘Varvara Vadra [his
colleague] will kill me’, Bernard Pierterse tells me, because ‘there probably
is a policy’. It’s not something that’s ‘referred to and considered when you
are making decisions’. Multiculturalism is about being ‘aware of the cultural
background of these kids’, about ‘the importance of role models’, ‘about
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RACE AND ETHNIC IDENTITIES 639
getting teachers here who speak another language, who can understand the
children and their parents and about changing the leadership team profile’.
‘It’s about having Chinese, Cambodians, and Malaysians in the student
population and on the staff.’ What was different in 1998 is that ‘we’ve got a
lot of knowledge here that we just assume everybody else knows too’ and
‘we’re really surprised when people don’t know it and don’t take it into
account’.
Teachers (and parents) at Southgate Secondary College were disparag-
ing of government policy statements and programmes for multiculturalism.
They initiated programmes that were quite different from those suggested in
these documents. Nevertheless, these programmes were rightfully consid-
ered examples of good practice, and were described by similar headings to
those defined in the official documents. The programmes put in place deal-
ing with changed demographics within the school include provisions for
‘Language other than English’, ‘English as a Second Language’, ‘access and
equity’, and ‘multicultural perspectives across the curriculum’.
It is not possible to describe all of these policies and practices. I examine
one programme, that of multicultural weeks and days, as a means of explor-
ing these noisy and silent conversations.
Multicultural weeks—1988
It depends on what people really want, at this stage. I think it is good, to see
that we have a lot of new staff on the Multicultural Committee, although I
would like to see parents, other than the ‘communication aides’14 who are
working for the same school, on those things too. It takes time to do all that. I
think there are plenty more things to be done, but everyone has got a different
approach to things. When there were divisions between people and people who
knew very little about each other, they got to know each other. Even if it was
to do food, dancing, crafts. (Transcript, Winters 1988: 17–18)15
In 1988, programmes of multicultural weeks and days have a central place
within the multicultural programmes of Southgate Secondary College. A
large multicultural committee organizes annual events around particular
themes. Dancing groups are invited; parents and the cooking department
help make food; and artists, academics, and parents talk about ethnic arts
and crafts and cultures. Despite their success, Amanda Winters, the teacher
in charge of multicultural programmes in 1988, speaks about the ambivalent
support given these days. The days and weeks are large-scale, well co-
ordinated events, and a source of great pride to the school. Nevertheless, the
teachers and parents are tired and doubtful whether they can continue to run
these activities. Moreover, some teachers feel that these days are ‘a bit of a
sham—a bit hollow—a bit like playing lip-service’. They argue that these
teachings need to be better spread throughout the curriculum, and that more
time should be spent exposing students to ‘other cultures’.
A closer look at Amanda Winters’ observation, quoted at the beginning
of this section, provides a new direction for understanding such conversa-
tions. Winters is proud because multicultural days, as she says later in her
interview, do ‘what people really want’ as ‘we have a lot of people on the
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multicultural committee’. The notion of ‘the people’ changes throughout
the passage. Parents need to be brought in to help, because everyone has ‘a
different approach to things’. The concept of ‘everyone’ is not quite the
same as ‘the people’ who are working together as a committee in the begin-
ning of the paragraph. ‘Everyone’ applies to the many different people within
the school who are in need of help. The ‘people’ at the end of the paragraph
are different. They are the people in the school who are different from us,
have divisions between them, and who know very little about each other. As
Winters and Violeta Vadra, the aide in charge of the communication aides,
explain, multicultural weeks are about ‘breaking down the barriers, being
friends with them, and bringing them together’. This phrase, often-repeated
throughout the analysis, illustrates a second logic that needs to be unpicked.
The teachers and parents are fearful that the ‘others’ who have entered the
school might remain divided both from each other, and from the school
community as a whole. Multicultural weeks are necessary to make other
people more aware of each other and of the community. It also allows
members of the community to view them and understand them.
Multicultural days—1998
Pacific Island Concert where they organized a fundraising concert. The kids
practised and Pat Leota [the communication aide from Cook Islands]
rehearsed and did all the stuff, did all the organization, and we had a fantastic
Pacific Island Concert where they raised lots and lots of money for the trip.
And I also notice that Saturdays or Sundays, or whenever they would have a
community meeting—and I went along to the community meeting as well—
where everybody would talk about the trip and what the arrangements were
going to be and talked about the difficulties. And I just really noticed the differ-
ence in, I mean there is a cultural difference, and a language difference too …
because I’ve noticed, to a degree, how they prefer to speak in Cook Island
Maori. And the whole meeting was usually Cook Island Maori and someone
would, you know, tell me what was going on. (Transcript, Mulhauser 1998: ll.
297–401)
By 1998, multicultural weeks have become multicultural days and their
conceptualization and implementation are fundamentally changed. Activi-
ties put on the school are now far more professional. Concerts are held at a
neighbouring university rather than at the school, attract many more people,
are ‘by invitation, or you buy tickets’, and are funded by the multicultural
programme. ‘Food days’, where ‘the different backgrounds sell their food’,
are now run by the various language departments rather than by communi-
cation aides. A Pacific-Islander concert has been organized by the Pacific
Islanders with the specific purpose of fund-raising to send students on a trip
to the Cook Islands.
These other ways of implementing multicultural curriculum reflect
changed school practice. Schools are now self-funding, and decision-making
is more accountable and more centralized. At the same time, the discussions
about multicultural days reflect the very different control community
members feel that they have over these days. Mulhauser discusses a
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RACE AND ETHNIC IDENTITIES 641
multicultural concert, which ‘they organized’; so ‘they’ could raise lots of
money for a trip for ‘them’. Even as Mulhauser is excited by the prospect of
these days, she is, nevertheless, not part of the organizing committee and visits
it as a guest. She cannot overcome the ‘language’ and the ‘cultural’ difference
at the meeting without someone telling her ‘what was going on’. Several teach-
ers remark upon their changed control of these curricula, often in negative
terms. Stephen Barrows, a teacher, is concerned that these days have become
about gaining access to resources rather than about showing and sharing
cultures, customs, and ideas. Sally Williams, another teacher, indicates that
the ownership of multicultural programmes she felt in 1988 is no longer there.
Multicultural days, she explains, used to be ‘by a whole committee’, by ‘every-
body’. Now, they were something organized by an increasingly ‘gynormous’
languages-other-than-English department and by ‘particular cultural
groups’. The principle behind multicultural days has been changed. It is no
longer about breaking down the barriers between ‘them’ and ‘us’. Instead,
multicultural days have become ‘their’ days. Maria Huitendez, a parent and
communication aide interviewed in both 1988 and 1998, disagrees, arguing
that she enjoys the days as they are now. Her ownership of the days is reflected
in her discussion of the concert that ‘we have’: 
The children participate in the concert we have. … They do it at Monash
[University] and … there, if you’re doing something special, where you are from,
your traditional dance or your dress, they have traditional music. You show what
sort of background, you’re from. (Transcript, Huitendez 1998: ll. 472–476)
Dealing with the other
Teachers and parents spoke about race and ethnicity differently in 1988 and
1998. In 1988, multiculturalism is considered as the way to break down the
barriers between ‘them’ and between ‘them and us’. Those others seem not
quite known, but it seems within the power of the speaker to control ways of
knowing them. In 1998, multiculturalism continues to be about ways a
community can learn about those who are both part of the community and
yet diverse. The possibility of learning about them seems exciting, but also
more frightening as the unknown seems both more known and more out of
control than before.
Other dealings, 1988
Susan Siddons, a teacher, speaks of the barriers that stand between those like
herself and those others who are essentially and biologically different. She
wonders whether she can work with people quite so alien. Although she
notes that students do often work together, she is doubtful that the barriers
between different groups can ever really been broken down: 
Siddons: It’s really quite incredible, the acceptance and the co-operation, the
working together and not necessarily being racist, of wanting to be
with this person or that person because their eyes are different and
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all that sort of thing—and it never ceases to fascinate me. I guess to
my way of thinking, it should in theory produce a great deal of toler-
ance; but I just don’t [know] whether human beings are tolerant. I
just don’t know whether the barriers can ever really be broken down.
I think that there is always going to be that non-acceptance, and,
really, if you’re white Caucasian or southern European or something
there is a chance there that coming out of a different, a very different
culture and you look different, if you are Asian, and you smell differ-
ent—all of those sorts of things. Whether it is going to work into a
melting pot I don’t know. But I believe that there will always be
pockets of racism.
Arber: So do you think that multiculturalism will work?
Siddons: Maybe it will, one would hope that it would. It may be the answer to
so many problems. I don’t know whether you can ever breakdown
the barriers completely. (Transcript, Siddons 1988: ll. 479–500)
Siddons considers the relationship between others and herself with cred-
ulous fascination. ‘It’s really quite incredible’, she tells me. ‘It’ refers to the
relationship between ethnic groups. It is a relationship that she cannot quite
come to terms with. No amount of ‘wanting to be’ or tolerating or accepting
can ever ‘break down the barriers completely’. It is a relationship that ‘never
ceases to fascinate’ her.
The source of Siddons’s consternation begins from the definition of
identity itself. Ethnic and raced groups, to Siddons, are essentially and
primordially alien, made almost absolutely different by biological as well as
cultural conditions. If you are Asian you ‘look different’ and ‘you smell
different’. Barriers that ‘cannot really be broken down’ separate such other
groups from us. Tolerance of such difference is possible, but it takes a great
deal of perseverance and is probably not sensible. A multicultural society in
which people work together, co-operate, and accept each other, to Siddons,
is almost impossible.
For Helen Brown, a teacher, alterity is not so much a matter of biology
as of essential values. She finds herself walking a tightrope as she tries to
teach her students moral and ethical principles without ‘offending anyone in
the process’. Her students live fraught lives: men treat their women badly,
families fall apart, and children are being beaten. Working within such a
demographically complex school requires that teachers help to save students
from such dangerous situations and provide them with correct values so that: 
Those boys will leave those classes with more respect for women’s rights and
the girls will have more understanding of why their brothers and fathers and
uncles, sometimes, appear to be playing the heavy-handed persona, because
they think that it is their right. In this case we will, hopefully, have less
marriage-breakdowns. We will have less children bashed, we will have less
problems amongst families, and if only one family does something that saves
their family and saves them a break-up, that is all you can look for. (Transcript,
Brown 1988: ll. 252–258)
Despite her pessimism, Brown does not share Siddons’s contention that
barriers between ethnic groups are absolute and impenetrable. Over time and
with help, inter-generational change can occur. ‘Boys will leave those classes
with more respect’, ‘girls will have more understanding’. Her despairing final
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aside emphasizes the limited nature of this possibility. ‘All you can look for’
is to somehow prevent families from breaking-up altogether. People are able
to change, but presently they behave very differently from those who belong
within her community. Moreover, the ethnic groups described here are quite
definitely not one of ‘us’. They are ‘those boys, their brothers, their families’.
Brown’s relationship to her students is that of ownership, of a voyeur, and of
saviour. If they would listen, she tells me, ‘we will … have less family break-
downs’, ‘we will have less problems amongst families’. The ‘family [which]
does something that saves their family’ does this only because of the ‘respect’
inculcated by people like herself.
Brown does not share Siddons’s contention that multiculturalism is
unworkable and that barriers between groups probably cannot be broken
down. For Brown, ethnic differences are of social origin and, therefore, can
be altered. However, the common understanding of these differences as of a
cultural rather than a biological origin has only a limited effect on the way
such alterity can be understood as flexible. Ethnic differences are deeply
entrenched and almost beyond mediation. Beyond this relationship between
Brown and ethnic groups who might be different or the same is the second
and conflated conception that some belong within the school community
differently than others.
Such notions of absolute difference contradict others which suggest that
everyone is the same. Tom Paterson, a parent and member of the school
council (i.e. local board of management), argues that almost impermeable
barriers separate essentially- and measurably-different ethnic groups from
each other. At the same time, these barriers are overcome simply by a smile,
an interest in gardening, friendship, or a bunch of roses. It is a matter of
negotiating barriers between those ‘sad cases’, those wanting only to be
friends, that ‘shy race of people’ wanting only to be sympathized with,
looked after, and helped to fit in: 
That’s where the barriers are broken down. If there’s going to be racial barriers
that’s where it’s going to be sort of broken down. I think it’s a sad case some-
times. They want to be friends, but people won’t sort of accept them—when
I’m out in the garden, the rose garden, … I speak to everyone that goes past
and smile to them or try … and it’s remarkable the smile you get back. One
day I saw some of them looking at my roses. I went outside and gave them a
bunch of roses; they thought that was great. It’s just trying to break down that
barrier; I think that they’re so acceptable to that. My wife was out weeding the
other day and she had four or five little ones, I’d say they would be about
4-years-old or 6, and they helped her weed that garden. They thought that was
great. (Transcript, Paterson 1998: ll. 106–124)
The notion of a school community forced to deal with groups of people who
are essentially different contrasts with an alternative notion that all people
share a common humanity. The barriers between groups can be broken down
by the simplest of means: by talking to each other, by eating each other’s
food, by taking part in each other’s projects. Paterson believes himself to be
an agent of change in this regard. ‘I think it’s a sad case’, he tells me. ‘I went
out’, ‘I speak to everyone’, ‘I think that they’re so acceptable to that’.
However, throughout Paterson’s conversation, those on the other side of
racial barriers remain as ‘they’. They ‘want to be friends’, ‘[look] at my roses’,
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thought it would be ‘great’ to help his wife. The ‘four or five little ones’ shyly
cross barriers as ‘they’ help weed the garden. The relationship between others
and self remains. Paterson declares all men are the same, indulgently smiles
at them, gives them roses, and considers how difficult it is for them to be
accepted into ‘our’ community. At the same time, Paterson continues to
understand members of ethnic groups as essentially different and as desper-
ately in need of his help. ‘That’s where the barriers are broken down’, he tells
me. ‘It’s just trying to break down that barrier’. The ‘that’ and the ‘it’ of this
unspoken relationship stand at the juncture where everyone could be the
same, even as ethnicity remains a marker of almost absolute difference.
A central task of multicultural policy and practice in 1988 is to ‘break
down the barriers’ between such different groups. The definition of differ-
ence changes, as notions of identity change from those of biology to those of
culture. For Siddons, breaking down barriers is an almost impossible task.
Those on the other side of those barriers are absolutely different: different
smells, different colours, and different cultures. For Helen Brown, others are
made different by almost equally rigid cultural and social conditions. At the
same time, these notions of alterity are in ironic contradiction with concep-
tions of a common and universal humanity. Paterson continues to see his
neighbours as essentially different, even as he believes barriers between such
different groups can be broken down by the simplest of means.
I have argued that Australian as well as Western multicultural thought is
made paradoxical as it struggles to define and categorize alterity and yet reaf-
firm liberal notions that subjectivity is universal, centred, rational, and self-
motivated. The history I pattern from the stories teachers and parents tell me
in 1988 illustrates a similar notion. Teachers and parents understand that
some people belong to different ethnic groups and, therefore, belong differ-
ently within the school community. The parameters of belonging to ethnic
groups are defined by essentially different biological and cultural traits. The
boundaries between those groups are understood as almost impermeable,
but also as easily crossed as people share a common humanity.
The analysis of these contradictory fields of narration from the vantage
point of the taken-for-granted understandings of identity and difference
suggests that a self/other dualism continues to structure multicultural narra-
tions. Siddons and Brown remain certain that some ethnic groups do not
belong to the community in the same way as others. Paterson argues that
differences are both immense but can also be easily accommodated. Never-
theless, he too continues to assert that some groups do not belong within the
community in the same way as others.
Other dealings, 1998
Like Brown in 1988, Williams argues that members of ethnic groups are
essentially different and need particular help if they are to succeed in the
school. Williams tells me about Cook-Islander students: 
Well, to begin with, they were constantly out of uniform. It came from that.
They don’t wear shoes in the Cook Islands, so they went out and bought a
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whole lot of second-hand shoes from Clarke’s [shoe-shop] … Just like the ways
that we could best help by having class sets [of books and stationery] suited to
a particular year-level, so that we could train them. It sounds, really, demean-
ing, but train them that equipment is important and that they could borrow
the equipment from us. So that with them coming to school unprepared, we
would still say, ‘Well, here’s a pen, here’s a paper. Get stuck in, and here’s a
book that you may use now’ … to minimize that sort of disruption in their lives,
and we’ll probably add strategies that we ask teachers to do this or take this in
with them. (Transcript, Williams 1998: ll. 957–967)
In 1998, Cook-Islander students are problematic. They are not used to the
simplest everyday practices: wearing shoes, living in one location, and bring-
ing the correct items to school. Their integration into the school demands
carefully formulated ‘strategies for teachers’. Williams’s conversation lists
the things ‘we’ need to do for ‘them’; ‘we could train them’; ‘we ask teachers
to do this [for them]’. What has changed in 1998 is the confidence she feels
that she now knows what to do. They need strategies to change their behav-
iour: they leave their work at home, shift from house to house, and need
shoes. ‘We’ll probably add strategies’, Williams tells me, which will ‘mini-
mize that sort of disruption in their lives’.
Nevertheless, the distinction between being in one ethnic group and
being in another is less clear in 1998. Mulhauser speaks about multicultur-
alism as being about valuing differences that people choose or refrain from
keeping: 
I think direct multicultural policies, you know, direct sensible policies in the
school. … The way things are it’s basically valuing other peoples, it’s the valu-
ing of the language, and it’s a valuing of the cultural, and it’s the understanding
that it’s different that people don’t, often, feel comfortable about coming to the
school because they’re in a new country. … And I think it’s about people,
about making sure that people know that they can always come to the school,
and the importance of other languages so that they feel comfortable about
coming here, and I mean, you know, those basic things that [respondent fades
out]. (Transcript, Mulhauser 1998: ll. 652–666)
Mulhauser is concerned that people do not feel comfortable because
they are new to the country and do not understand the language. ‘It’s about
people’, she tells me, ‘about making sure that people know they can always
come …’. The notion of people is interesting. ‘People know they can always
come to the school …’. ‘People’, however, means ‘other people’. They are
the ‘other people’ who feel comfortable because the school values their
‘other languages’ and their ‘other cultures’. The relationship between other
people and selves is about valuing what those other people bring. The self
who sits back and values others in this way is present but remains unnamed.
The notion of identity is also changed. People are different because they
bring different languages and cultures. The addition of difference defines
some as members of other groups, even as everyone shares in a universal and
common peoplehood. Difference and sameness remain in contradiction but
are, nevertheless, placed in paradoxical relationship within the same human
entity.
The complex logic contained within this kind of argument is seen when
these debates are examined more closely. Mulhauser’s argument cannot but
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maintain the dualistic relationship between selves and others. The people
who are not quite comfortable are those other different people who are new
to the country and bring other languages and culture. Good relationships
depend on the way ‘we’ value them. Despite the complex ways that ethnic
identities are understood, they remain as one-of-them and as not quite one-
of-us.
For Bernard Pierterse, difference is something that everyone has. At the
same time, he finds difference hard to pin down because: 
It is very hard to pin ethnic tags on people. It is a lot harder to say you are
Khmer, ethnic, or the like. If I told you I was born in Australia and I was born
in [the rural town of] Shepparton on a dairy farm, I mean you would probably
put me in a classification. But if I was to say to you, ‘I can speak Dutch and I
didn’t start speaking English until I was 6-years-old’. … Got you, because it
will flexible [sic] my ethnic background. … It is very difficult to place those
ethnic labels on people, to say, ‘You are Italian’, ‘You are Greek’. It is a little
bit more healthy, say, to pick on the language, because often that defines the
ethnic boundaries. But they are open enough to realize even Scotland, Gaelic
Wales/Welsh have different backgrounds and cultures to draw upon. (Tran-
script, Pierterse 1998: 5)
Ethnic tags become unworkable as people move from place-to-place,
mix in different ways, and relate and do not relate to people differently.
People have many identities, as Australian, Dutch, Greek, Italian. Pierterse
‘can speak Dutch’ and ‘didn’t start speaking English until [he] was 6-years-
old’. He can ‘flexible [his] ethnic background’. It is important to consider a
second logic at work here. These tags continue to define some as other. The
terms are slippery but, nevertheless, Pierterse immediately defines ethnic
groups as different (‘You are Italian’, ‘You are Greek’), as being defined by
cultural norms (’It is a little bit more healthy … to pick on the language’),
and as having fixed borders (’Because … that defines the ethnic bound-
aries’). ‘Even … [the] Welsh have different backgrounds and cultures to
draw upon’, he tells me. Furthermore, Pierterse’s very attempt to avoid such
categories already assumes the presence of others. Even as Pierterse has
presumed to be most careful, he defines what is different between self and
other and repositions the differences between them. The conceptual shuffle
required in order to not speak of others, even as this is exactly what one
needs to do, is made clear in Pierterse’s next comment: 
Why should I impose my Western culture and stereotype on them. It is real
dog-eat-dog competition. You have got to learn to survive about yourself here.
Don’t look at the person next to you. Your racial background may tell you that
you [co-]operate and talk and make a bit of socializing with a friend, and then
work on the problem, and here I am imposing my ideas on them. (Transcript,
Pierterse 1998: 5)
Pierterse is worried that he should ‘impose [his] Western culture’ on
them; that he might ‘[impose his] ideas on them’. Pierterse does not want to
stereotype some as different. At the same time he does not want to impose
his culture on them. A dualistic relationship is set up between ‘them’ and his
Western self, even as he seeks to demolish it. Pierterse’s definition of ethnic
identities is confused. Ethnicity is understood as a matter of race, and
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presumably biology. At the same time, it is a matter of something added on
and cultural: how you ‘[co-]operate and talk’, socialize with a friend, work
on the problem. Pierterse argues that these added-on differences are the
conditions of ethnic groups that he chooses not to change. That he believes
he can change them reaffirms the differently empowered relationships that
stand between himself and other ethnic groups.
In this ‘moveable feast’ of the ‘post-modern’ identity,16 the categories
that seemed so easily attributed in 1988 fall apart as teachers and parents
enter the increasingly globalized world of 1998. Within the world of hyper-
text, e-mail, and user pays, people seem no more than images, their differ-
ence no more than different names, faces, and colours. Diversity becomes
little more than the variety of the text, the colourful picture. Difference
becomes no more than the imaginary, and, therefore, seems irrelevant.
Ethnic groups exhibit differences that spin out into almost never-ending
variations. More and more languages, more and more dialects of Maori,
more and different places where students who seemed to be the same are,
nevertheless, ‘diverse’: 
The publicity is, merely just, to handle … trying to promote, let people under-
stand that we … that we, really, are quite diverse, and we’re not all Cambo-
dian, we’re not all Vietnamese. People say, ‘Southgate, that’s next to
Southgate South, they’re all Vietnamese aren’t they’. No, no. … Trying to find
a balance in the … images, so that there are Africans, there are Vietnamese,
there are Cambodians, … there are Anglos, Europeans, because we have a lot
of … the ex … [the Yugoslavs] here as well. We’re just trying to say, ‘Well, look
at us, because we’re diverse’. The shots are, that’s what I was doing this morn-
ing, with that photographer, for a promotion of our 35 years. (Transcript,
Miller 1998: 4)
The contradictory, paradoxical mixing of ideas that underpins the ways
teachers and parents understand these shifting images interweaves in
complex patterns as multicultural notions of alterity and universalism mix
with cultures and globalizing technologies. Danny Miller, a teacher, markets
the diversity of his students and sells conceptions of multiculturalism to
people virtually anywhere. His images of Southgate say ‘Look at us because
we are diverse’; ‘the publicity lets people understand that we are really quite
diverse’. Even as the borders between identities seem to have disappeared,
and conceptions of ‘self’ and ‘other’ are made irrelevant, the ‘other’ remains
enigmatically present. Far from negating difference, these conversations
about selling multiculturalism begin with the conceptualization of some
groups as different and as ‘other’. ‘There are Africans, there are Vietnamese,
there are Cambodians, … there are Anglos, Europeans’. Miller takes his
digitized images, negotiates their fragmentedness, and makes all of them,
whatever their difference, part of a shared difference. He celebrates their
difference. Multiculturalism is about the way they share the difference of
being other than us. They are ‘those kids’ who ‘do well in sport’, ‘who could
excel’, and who are ‘the Cook Island kids and they’re just great’. Concep-
tions of difference become nothing more than the image itself. It is an image
of all-of-us as different. At the same time, they remain as a reminder of all
that is different and other than ourselves.17
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In 1998, teachers and parents continue to describe ethnic identities as
being quite different from each other, but as sharing a common humanity.
This paradoxical relationship becomes more complex as notions of identity
change. The essential categories used to name ethnic entities in 1988
continue to be used in 1998, but now these definitions seem far more slip-
pery affairs. Identity becomes understood as two-fold; as entities in common
with something different added. Mulhauser describes new migrants as
people who are more comfortable with their different culture and language.
Miller understands ethnic identity as absolutely flexible. The impact of new
technologies and ways of communication mean that the most basic ways of
understanding these concepts seem lost. The materiality of Cook Islander-
ness becomes conflated as photos of generic, exotic difference are sent every-
where and nowhere on the net. Nevertheless, Miller reasserts the same
dualistic relationship between others and ourselves. The Cook Islanders on
the net remain Cook Islanders, new migrants as new migrants, and the
Africans, Cambodians, Vietnamese, Dutch, Italians, and Greeks as people
who are different from us.
The language of race and multiculturalism
I have been exploring the ways that teachers and parents in one particular
Australian school speak about raced and ethnic identities at a time when
these conversations have been increasingly affected by globalizing trends and
changing demographic patterns. In particular, I have been exploring the
observation that these conversations have taken place as dialogues about
programmes and policies of multiculturalism. My analysis has three tiers. A
first tier spoke about the different experiences teachers and parents reported
when they spoke about race and ethnicity. In 1988, most teachers remarked
on their involvement with policies and practices of multiculturalism. Despite
the hard work this commitment evoked, they remained confident that these
policies would help ‘break down the barriers’ between different ethnic
groups within the school. In 1998, these programmes had a more profes-
sional character, and teachers and parents were increasingly sure that they
knew the right strategies to use with students. Now, however, many teachers
and parents felt they no longer had control over the implementation of those
programmes.
The second tier of analysis looked more carefully at what teachers and
parents meant by the concept ‘breaking down barriers’. I suggest that in
1988 teachers and parents considered that were a variety of ethnic groups on
the other side of barriers who were essentially different from themselves by
virtue of biological or cultural difference. These notions were negotiated
with other understandings, which suggested that all people were the same.
In 1998, definitions of ethnic identity seemed more complex. For Williams,
ethnic identity remained as something essentially different to herself. For
Mulhauser, cultural difference was something that people take on either by
choice or by historical attribution. It was the addition of this something
different that made some people different from others. For Pierterse, ‘ethnic
tags’ became something increasingly difficult to pin down as people ‘flexible
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their ethnic background’ and shift from being one ethnic group. For Miller,
ethnic difference suggested absolute diversity and flexibility as photos of
difference could be altered with the click of a mouse.
A third tier of analysis suggested that even as ethnic identity became
understood as increasingly flexible and changing, conversations about multi-
culturalism continued to define who belonged, and who did not belong,
within the school community. In 1988, the teachers were particularly
concerned about ways that ethnic others could to mix with each other and
with themselves. In particular, they were interested in knowing how they
understood other groups, and how they should behave towards them. In
1998, differences between belonging and not belonging continued to be
understood and distinctions made, despite the increasingly fluid ways that
identity was understood. These understandings were not played out in the
same way, however. Now teachers and parents felt increasingly in control
over the strategies that were needed to deal with these other groups.
However, in ironic contradiction, teachers and parents felt that they had lost
control over the way these programmes could be understood and put in
place.
Conversations about multiculturalism in this Australian school were
concerned about definitions of sameness and difference, and about the
ways in which ethnic groups in Australia could be diverse and yet the same
within a unified national structure. This question seemed more easily
considered in 1988 when definitions of ethnic difference seemed easy to
make. I am arguing that these negotiations about what ethnic identity is and
how one can be the same and different took place in relation to other
conceptions that defined ways that one might belong and not belong within
Australian community. I am suggesting that these notional positionings,
‘self’ and ‘other’, persisted even as conceptions of ethnic identity seemed to
change and to fall apart in an increasingly globalized world. Narrations of
multiculturalism continued to map out ways that people belonged and did
not belong differently within a school community, reflected through a
myriad of understandings that come together to map out who we are and
who we are not. As Pemberton (2001: 181) suggests, such notions make
up: 
[a] discursive realm in which intense controversies and negotiations take place
over definitions of the rights and obligations of states. This is a realm in which
semantic anarchy … is possible and ambiguity is necessitated in the course of
navigating among a myriad of understandings and nuances.
Pemberton contends that this observation reflects the way modernist under-
standings continue to underpin conversations that take place within concep-
tions of the post-modern. I am arguing further that beneath the
conversations about multicultural curriculum, as they took place in increas-
ingly globalized schools, were quite different, and ontological, notions that
defined the ways that ‘others’ and ‘selves’ were able to understand and to be
within the world. It is through these deep-seated ontological notions—as
well as the vibrant discussion of individual experience and fiercely-discussed
fields of debate about sameness and difference—that narratives of race and
ethnic identities are to be properly understood.
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Notes
1. See, particularly, the work of Lincoln and Guba (1985), Denzin (1989), and Guba and
Lincoln (1999).
2. See, particularly, the work of Strauss (1987).
3. The research undertaken in this Australian secondary school included, in 1988, 20 inter-
views with teachers and 11 interviews with parents. In 1998, I interviewed 19 teachers
(11 of whom I had interviewed the decade before) and nine parents (three of whom were
included in my earlier research). Respondents identified themselves as Australian, Greek,
Chinese, Indian, Jewish, Yugoslav, Greek, Turkish, Dutch, and Scottish, or hybrid
mixtures of these. Respondents were chosen purposively, as they might identify as differ-
ent ethnic groups, or because of their involvement in the multicultural programming or
the administration of the school. Interviews were  1-hour long and were open-ended,
although focused by sets of questions that initially defined the study.
4. See, e.g. Arber (1993, 1999, 2000).
5. I develop my discussion of the post-colonial literature through a large number of quite
different writings including those by Said (1978), Fanon (1990), Morrison (1992), Bhabha
(1994), Spivak (1995), Young (1995), Chow (1998), Brah (1996), and Ashcroft (2001).
6. My discussion of cultural studies emerges particularly from the work of Grossberg (1996)
and Hall (1997).
7. My development of the concept ‘whiteness’ emerged from readings of, for example,
Frankenberg (1993), Dyer (1997), and Fine et al. (1997).
8. In a private conversation, a particular government worker explained that the implemen-
tation of these programmes took two forms: conversations with industry emphasized
concepts of ‘harmony’ and ‘productive diversity’; conversations with ethnic groups
emphasized notions of social justice and ethnic rights.
9. The discussion paper (National Multicultural Advisory Council 1999) notes that opinion
polls undertaken in Australia reflect mixed reactions towards multiculturalism, and that
although a majority of Australians continue to agree that policies of multiculturalism
should be adopted by successive Australian governments, up to 40% of Australians
disagree.
10. See Stratton and Ang (1998).
11. It is not possible to note all the conversations, which were undertaken during what was a
large and complex study. The quotations here illustrate some ways that these ideas were
commonly discussed. It is important to remember that these commonly-expressed ways
of thinking show general trends in the way people were speaking at a particular time and
place. They are not meant to be used as a means of generalizing behaviour. For further
discussion of these methodologies, see Arber (1993, 1999, 2000).
12. The names of the school, teachers, and parents are pseudonyms. The selected pseud-
onyms reflect the cultural identity claimed by respondents.
13. The quotations referred to here are derived from several interviews with different teachers
in 1989 and 1998. They illustrate the consistent trope that underpinned the data whereby
teachers and parents agreed with the notion of multiculturalism in principle but were
disparaging of it as an indicator of policy and practice.
14. Communication aides are members of ethnic communities employed to help the schools
with such tasks as translation, community contact, and organization of cultural and inter-
cultural events. These aides are often highly educated in their own country but badly paid
in Australia.
15. These references refer to the transcript name and data and lines or page number of the
quote.
16. Hall (1996) argues that, in an increasingly globalized and post-modern world, concep-
tions of identity have changed. His categorization has three tiers. The ‘enlightenment’
subject described the human person as essentially formed, fully-centred, unified, and
reasonable. The ‘sociological’ subject was considered as autonomous and self-sufficient
and at the same time mediated in his or her actions by the cultures and structures of the
world that he or she inhabited. Most recently, Hall suggests, identity has become ‘post-
modern’, a ‘moveable feast’ in process, contingent and at odds with itself.
17. These quotes are part of the pastiche of the ways Miller spoke about Cook Islanders.
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